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Dana Clancy’s recent work takes as its subject the act of 
looking. The process of all painting and drawing inher-
ently implies this activity, yet Clancy’s elegant composi-
tions uniquely propose a complex understanding of how 
we see with our eyes and our memory. Although seem-
ingly unrelated in theme, her enigmatic portraits and  
her views of tourist walkways together reveal the artist’s 
attention to the experience of observation. Employing 
a variety of formal strategies throughout her working 
process, Clancy situates her audience on both sides of the 
viewing experience—as spectator and spectacle—with 
images that are full of mystery, wit, and visual intensity.
Clancy’s paintings are a skillful and intricate hybrid of 
drawing from life, photographic sources, and her own 
memories and imagination. Her portrait process some-
times begins with a staged photograph of her subject, 
who is often wearing a hat or affecting an exaggerated 
facial expression. The camera lens thus offers Clancy an 
initial source of optical intervention, allowing her to 
frame, edit, and contain her subjects. Her painted rep-
resentation of these sitters mediates the instantaneous 
nature of the camera image with delicately rendered, 
graphic forms built up over time. The intensely colored 
shapes of matte pigment that surround her sitters further 
transform the literal, documentary vision of the photo-
graphic source into a painterly, conceptual experience.  
In Camouflage (2005), the pregnant subject pushes 
beyond the limits of the pink ovoid form, both echoing 
and anticipating the emerging fetus within her body. The 
silhouetted leaf forms that cascade down and across the 
canvas disrupt the photographic residue of the carefully 
modeled figure and insist on a representational flatness 
that locates the subject in a metaphorical realm of mem-
ory and emotion.
In Futures (2004), Clancy’s assertive female subject recalls 
the equally self-assured woman with binoculars in Mary 
Cassatt’s 1879 Woman in Black at the Opera that hangs 
at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. In Cassatt’s compo-
sition, a small male figure in the distance turns his opera 
glasses on Cassatt’s subject, echoing the woman’s gesture 
and reinforcing the gendered nature of subjecthood. In 
contrast, Clancy’s woman is alone on the canvas and turns 
her gaze outward to confront the viewer. The bright, 
double lenses of her binoculars obscure the viewer’s 
efforts to identify her and intensify the viewer’s poten-
tially uneasy sensation of being observed, even scruti-
nized, with an optical device meant to amplify distant 
details. The soft grey atmosphere and darker, horizontal 
passage along the lower edge of the canvas may suggest 
a nighttime cityscape as the object of her gaze—with 
bright bits of paint punctuating the foggy ambiance like 
twinkling lights—yet the disjunctive scale of the woman 
looming above the horizon redirects her vision out of the 
composition to face the gallery visitor.
This shift of the viewer between spectator and spectacle 
is a vital theme in Clancy’s work. It plays out most dra-
matically in her installation for this exhibition, in which 
individuals from a crowd of parade spectators are isolat-
ed on a series of small panels that erupt on the surface  
of a field of color. Clancy observes each viewer’s head 
from slightly above, which focuses our attention on their 
visual activity and also heightens our own alertness to 
the sensation of being watched. Cassatt and her col-
leagues—such as Manet and Degas—often made the  
act of observation their subject matter, as well, and like 
these nineteenth-century painters, Clancy explores the 
various incarnations of the modern-day flaneur in order 
to consider how we interact visually with the people and 
landscape around us.
In her Viewpoint Series Clancy’s subject is the landscape; 
yet, once again, she turns her attention to the experience 
of looking by focusing on the guided gaze of the tourist. 
In Hot Spot (2005), a ribbon of wooden walkway emerges 
out of Yellowstone National Park’s sulphurous fumes to 
steer the viewer through the fragile, crusted topography. 
The ambiguous foreground edge of the canvas, in fact, 
implies our own presence on the walkway. The deep red 
paint that defines the handrails guides our eye through 
the composition as it simultaneously determines the lim-
its of the tourist’s experience. The lone tourist depicted  
in the image gazes out at Yellowstone’s natural wonders, 
yet Clancy denies that experience to the gallery viewer, 
directing our attention instead to the controlled nature 
of looking and being looked at.
Clancy’s rich, complicated palette and painterly brush-
strokes generate alluring surfaces, and it is easy to enjoy 
her work purely for its technical mastery. Her blend  
of graphic modeling, decorative forms, and chromatic 
range, however, interrogates our status as viewers of 
the landscape, viewers of people, and viewers of the 
work of art. Embedding within her paintings both the 
observer and the observed, Clancy’s works insist on our 
own active participation in the exchange of gazes with 
the world around us.
Rachael Arauz, PhD 
August 2005
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